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In Memoriam

In this Bulletin, as in Bulletin 31, we are continuing to commemorate the 

Armistice of WWI in November 1918, by publishing here a selection of the 

biographies of the men who fell in that terrible war and who are listed 

on the memorials in the churches of Orford, Boyton, Butley, 

Chillesford, Iken and Sudbourne.

These biographies were compiled by Brian Boulton and first exhibited at the 
exhibition in  Orford Town Hall organised by Orford Museum in 2014.

There are 83 of them in total and, for this issue, we have chosen one from each of  

the six parishes.  We hope to publish more in future issues.

Recruiting in Orford in September 1914Recruiting in Orford in September1914 
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Introducing the Woodwose

A curiosity almost unique to Suffolk is its 

woodwoses, its wildmen-of-the-woods. There 

are some documented medieval encounters with 

woodwoses in the county, as well as numerous 

15th century representations of woodwoses carved 

on the fonts and porches of Suffolk’s churches.  

A few woodwoses are located just over the 

Cambridgeshire and Norfolk borders, and others 

are displayed in churches in and around Norwich 

and at the church at Cley-next-the-Sea on the North 
Norfolk coast. But it’s within Suffolk that you can 

see woodwoses – the county’s hairy wildmen – by 

the dozen, most usually in the form of 500-year-

old stone effigies, just a foot or two high. Suffolk 

is said to have more medieval churches per square 

kilometre than any other county, so woodwose 

hunting lends itself to pleasant day trips to take in 

several at a time. Few churches in Suffolk Coastal 

District are without at least one woodwose, but 

there are also clusters around Mid-Suffolk in the 

Stowmarket, Needham Market and Elmswell areas 

and around Eye in villages near the A140 road.
Woodwoses in churches are rare in the rest of 

England, although there’s one over the Norfolk 

border in All Saints, Hilborough clutching a 
severed head in its hand, and another at Beverley, 

Cambridgeshire. Still in the East of England, there’s 

an exceptionally fine hairy wildman on the carved 
tomb of Sir Robert Whittingham, who died in 

1471, at the church of John the Baptist in Aldbury, 
Hertfordshire.

Nobody is sure what these little hairy creatures are 

doing here, or why they’re so prevalent in Suffolk.  

As Roy Tricker, an expert on Suffolk churches, 
told me of the county’s woodwoses, “I continue to 

be bafÀed as to their significance... They seem to 
be a total mystery.” I’ve heard as many alternative 

explanations for woodwoses as there are examples 
of woodwoses to be found in Suffolk’s churches.

What exactly is a woodwose? In Anglo-Saxon, 
Woodwoses are known as wudewusa, meaning ‘the 

old man of woods’, or even ‘mad man’. A ‘wose’ 

is apparently another Saxon word for a troll. The 

term ‘woodwose’ is generally used interchangeably 

with ‘wildman’, with ‘wode’ being a Saxon word 
for ‘wild’. According to information provided 

at St John the Baptist Church in Saxmundham, 
woodwose means the ‘old man of Suffolk’ This 

archaic vocabulary shows how the qualities of 

wildness, madness, antiquity, woods and locality all 

attach to the woodwose.

With the exception of a few rare examples, (for 
example, St. Mary’s at Harkstead) woodwoses are 
male figures. Their defining visual characteristic 
is hairiness: most have long locks, impressive 

beards and their bodies are completely covered in 

long curled or matted hair. Some assume passive 

standing positions while other club-wielding 

examples are posed in more aggressive stances 
ready to do battle with the fearsome mythical beasts 

which often feature alongside them.  

THE WOODWOSES OF SUFFOLK

By Matt Salusbury

A Renaissance work of art – Saxmundham’s woodwoses wear 

contemporary late 15th century woollen hats.
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Where the Woodwoses are

Most woodwose carvings are believed to date from 

the late 15th century. They frequently occur on the 

staves of stone baptismal fonts, or as a reliefs hewn 

into church porches where they are usually shown 

with a club and shield raised as they close in for 

combat with a wyvern or dragon. Some are perched 

on the roofs of church porches and a few are 

positioned on top of the towers of Suffolk churches. 

For example, a huge gorilla-like stocky-bodied 
woodwose crouches on the top of the tower of St. 

Mary the Virgin in Haverhill. This one rests on his 

straight club, thoughtfully stroking his beard as he 

directs his thousand-mile stare into the distance. 

The standard woodwose-on-a-font configuration 
is four woodwoses facing outward, rarely more 

than a foot high, generally Àanked by sitting 
lions, along with the angels and winged animals 

representing the Four Evangelists – Matthew, Mark, 

Luke and John. There are well over a hundred 

of these octagonal fonts, usually with just the 

lions, across Suffolk. The church at Kelsale-cum-

Carlton has two recently restored 

woodwoses Àanked by two still badly 
deteriorated lions standing at the top 

of the church tower.

Space does not permit a detailed 

survey, but the area of the county 

with the greatest density of 

woodwose churches is the Blyth 

Valley, inland from the Suffolk 

Heritage Coast and west of the 
A12 road, with some of the most 

impressive examples occurring 
around the Peasenhall and 

Halesworth areas. I have viewed 
other notable examples at Kelsale-
cum-Carlton (recently restored), St. 
Andrew’s, Walberswick (ruined), 
St. Mary’s, Halesworth, St. Mary’s, 
Chediston, St. Peter’s, Sibton. Wisset 

church’s woodwoses retain Àecks of 
original turquoise colour. St. John 

the Baptist’s at Badingham is badly 

worn, possibly defaced by reformers. 

Woodwose spotters hold up as 

the finest example of the genre as 
either Cratfield or Peasenhall porch. 
The woodwose above the porch 

at St. Michael’s, Peasenhall is in slightly better 

condition than Cratfield’s. He has the happier face 
of a serene although slightly comic albeit slightly 

disturbing noble savage. The Peasenhall wildman’s 

body hair falls in luxurious curls, and he has a 
lot of fine detail on his shield, while the wyvern 
approaching him across the porch is more wriggly 

and serpentine than the obese one at Cratfield. 

The Church of St. John the Baptist at Saxmundham 

has just two woodwoses on its font, both in an 

excellent state of preservation. Their extraordinarily 
detailed little faces have all the dignity of Biblical 

patriarchs. Flanked by the standard smiling lions, 

these burly, thick-limbed wildmen sport late 15th 

century woollen hats and are otherwise naked under 

their thick, superbly detailed fur. Other interesting 

examples may be found in the churches at Woolpit, 
Alderton, Yaxley, Mendlesham, Haughley, 
Middleton and Barking,

Woodwoses are not an exclusively rural 
phenomenon.  Despite being wild men of the 

An example of a Suffolk woodwose at Peasenhall (‘the valley where 

the peas grow’).
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woods, they turn up in sophisticated urban Suffolk 

churches too, for example at St. Clement’s in 
Ipswich. Some appear in the church of the port 

town of Orford. St. Michael the Archangel in 

Framlingham contains the tombs of the Howard 
family, as well as that of Henry VIII’s royal bastard 
Henry Fitzroy, but it also has little club-wielding 
woodwoses on it font, two of them balding.

Encounters with Iconoclasts

To add to the mystery surrounding Suffolk’s 

woodwoses, a fair proportion of them have 

been damaged or deliberately vandalised. The 

Protestant faith that took hold following the 

English Reformation was all about a return to the 

core values, especially the Ten Commandments. 

Commandment three stated: ‘Thou shalt not make 

unto thee any graven image’, thus making the 

woodwoses in Suffolk churches an obvious target.

The most extreme example of damage is probably 
at Wickham Skeith, where only an outline  remains  

after a woodwose was completely chiselled away. 

Little Bealings’ font has a scar in the shapes of 

four woodwoses and four lions. The woodwoses 

at St. Peter’s church, Theberton, have had their 

faces hacked away, and the nearby woodwoses at 

Middleton-cum-Fordley are damaged, although 

some of the damage to their heads maybe as a result 

of adding hinges for a font cover later.  The fine, 
hairy woodwoses at St. Andrew’s, Covehithe have 

had their faces and hands chipped off.  A leaÀet for 
visitors to the church says they were defaced by 

William Dowsing’s men in the Cromwellian period, 

but it’s possible that over-enthusiastic Puritan 

parishioners were responsible. The provenance of 

the top half of the woodwose statue in St Mary’s 

Woolpit isn’t known for certain, 

but it could possibly have come 

from the well shrine of Our Lady 

at Woolpit, demolished by Henry 
VIII’s reformers.

Edward VI’s officials showed 
particular intolerance to statues 

in churches, and are believed to 

have inÀicted the most damage on 
East Anglia’s devotional art. Some 

local woodwose-bearing fonts only 

survive because the idolatrous 

bits were plastered over until the 

commissioners had gone away. 

The commissioners of Henry VIII 
began enacting an edict ordering 

the destruction of (some) religious 
statues in churches during the 

Reformation in the 1530s. But 

most of the ruined woodwoses on 

the fonts at St. Andrew’s Church, 

Walberswick and others were 

possibly defaced in the short 

reign of Edward VI, or later, by 

self-appointed local Cromwellian 

iconoclast William Dowsing 

and his deputies. By the time 

Dowsing came round, many of the 

woodwoses had already gone in 

the great 1540s purge by Anglican 
reformers. Suffolk was a strongly A wary-looking woodwose at St. Peter’s Church, Sibton, catches the 

evening light through the windows. Copyright Matt Salusbury
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Protestant region anyway, and some of the pictures 

of saints, crucifixes, altars, rood screens and 
references to the Virgin Mary would already have 

been removed before the official iconoclasts came 
calling. It’s thought that many of the woodwose-

chiselling incidents took place during the days 

of the Tudor reformers, and many plasterings-

over of woodwose fonts occurred in this time, 

110 years before Dowsing. Some of the damage 

to the woodwose fonts may even have happened 

in Victorian times, after mishaps in the chipping 

away of three-hundred-year-old plaster. Nacton and 

Waldringfield churches both have woodwose fonts 
that are Victorian restorations.

Woodwoses Outside the 

Church

However, not all Suffolk’s 
woodwoses are ecclesiastical. 

Although hard to spot in 

the shadows on an exterior 
windowsill of the Clare Ancient 

House, there are indeed 
two skinny, shaggy secular 

woodwoses – carved in wood 

– kneeling and holding some 

sort of emblem or coat of arms. 

The Helmingham Hall Herbal 

and Bestiary, an illustrated 

manuscript from around 1500 

also includes a hairy ‘wildman’ 

holding a club in one hand and a 

snake in the other.

Another non-ecclesiastical 

woodwose was discovered in 

1979 in a Needham Market 

property owned by a building 

company. This damaged 

woodwose was found nailed 

into an alcove in the corner of 

the building. When Jack Carter 

of the then recently founded 

Museum of East Anglian Life 

in nearby Stowmarket inspected 

this woodwose, it turned out to 

be made of cement – covered 

in a layer of crumbling plaster 

–  not from the 1490s, but 
of Victorian vintage. Carter 

suggested the little figure may 
have been the mascot of the maltings firm that 
previously occupied the premises.

New discoveries of medieval Suffolk woodwoses 

are still coming to light. The broken-off handle 

of a gold spoon found by metal detectorists near 

Woodbridge was the subject of a coroner’s court 

hearing at Ipswich in 2015.   The spoon handle, 

dated to around 1400, shows yet another little 
Suffolk wildman. According to Professor Ronald 

Hutton the gold spoon handle would have been 

in the possession of some-one “well-off… upper 

middle class”, who may have been given it as a 

gift to “remind them how not to behave”, as the 

Slightly damaged woodwose in Holy Trinity Church, 

Middleton-cum-Fordley. The damage to the head, as in many woodwose 

fonts I’ve seen, may have been to accommodate hinges to a font cover 

added later.
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“barbaric, chaotic and unrestrained” nature of such 

wildmen were an “awful warning” against any 

breakdown of the social or religious order.

Pakefield Man and other Antecedents

Some 700,000 years ago,  ‘Pakefield Man’, the 
early pre-humans that crossed the Alps to arrive 

in Suffolk, left as the only surviving sign of their 

presence here 30 Àint tools that were eventually 
pulled out of the cliff at Pakefield, making these the 
earliest known record of human activity in Northern 

Europe. The already unlikely scenario of primitive 

proto-humans somehow surviving somewhere in 

the wilds of Europe has, however, been dealt a blow 

by recent improvements in radiocarbon dating, 

which put back the extinction of the Neanderthals 
to 10,000 years earlier than previously thought. 

Are the numerous woodwoses in Suffolk churches 

just for show, or do they commemorate some kind 

of local English wildman-of-the woods, a British 

Bigfoot, or what cryptozoologists call ‘relict 

hominids’? There are indeed accounts of two 

historical Suffolk wildmen, including the capture 

of a wildman in the Suffolk port of Orford whose 

description was remarkably similar to the manimal 

depicted on so many of the county’s churches.

Cistercian abbot and historian Ralph of Coggeshall, 

writing in approximately 1200, recorded in his 
Chronicon Anglicanum how around 1161, ‘In the 

time of King Henry II, when Bartholomew de 
Glanville was in charge of the castle at Orford, it 

happened that some fishermen fishing in the sea 
there caught in their nets a wild man. He was naked 
and was like a man in all his members, covered 

with hair and with a long shaggy beard. He eagerly 
ate whatever was brought to him, but if it was 

raw he pressed it between his hands until all the 

juice was expelled. He would not talk, even when 
tortured and hung up by his feet. Brought into 

church, he showed no signs of reverence or belief. 

He sought his bed at sunset and always remained 
there until sunrise. He was allowed to go into the 
sea, strongly guarded with three lines of nets, but he 

dived under the nets and came up again and again. 

Eventually he came back of his own free will. But 

later on he escaped and was never seen again. 

The Wild Man pub at Sproughton is said to owe 

its name to a creature that, during the pub’s 

construction, roughly contemporary with most of 

the woodwoses in the county’s churches, “terrified 
the builders in a nearby waste.” The current pub 

sign features a cartoon figure wearing a spotted 
animal skin and carrying a spear and a club, 

reminiscent of The Flintstones cartoon.13  

As late as 1755, the great zoologist Carl Linneaus 

catalogued a sub-species of Homo sapiens which 

he called Homo sapiens ferus (ferus meaning 

feral or wild), describing it as ‘four-footed, dumb 
and hairy.’ It is tempting to think that Suffolk’s 

woodwoses commemorate an actual brieÀy captive 
wildman, or even a species of relict hominid 

living among us in the Àat plains of East Anglia, 
But folklorist Gregory Forth (2007) points out 
that unlike the Asian and American traditions of 

Bigfoot, or the almasti apeman of the Caucasus 

Mountains, there are very few surviving accounts of 

actual sightings of hairy wildmen in Europe. At the 

time most of Suffolk’s woodwoses were carved in 

the 15th century, they were ‘thought to be mythical’ 

or at least to ‘live outside Europe’ according to 

Forth. Archaeologist and cryptozoologist Myra 

Shackley (1983) has also noted the ‘apparent 
paucity of phenomenological evidence’ for 

European woodwoses.

The discovery of New World ‘savages’ happened 

at about the same time as reports of monkeys and 

apes started arriving in Europe. Some late medieval 

manuscript illustrations show bands of woodwoses 

fighting with tailed monkeys. St Mary’s Woolpit 
has medieval monkeys and bears on its pew ends 

– possibly inspired by travelling menageries. The 

Renaissance saw a rebranding of the woodwose 

as either an extinct creature, or a savage human, 
similar to the ‘savage’ peoples that were then being 

discovered outside Europe. By the 17th century, 

the term ‘wildman’ had pretty much vanished 

from English literature and written sources, as a 

fascination for the newly discovered non-European 

‘wild’ races had instead taken hold.

Occasional written reports also occur: in addition 

to the Orford and Sproughton wildmen there is 

the claim in the 1569 English translation of Pierre 

Boaistuau’s Certaine Secrete Wonders of Nature 

that there was a 1409 of a wildman sighting in 

Norway, and a 1531 wildman capture in Saxony, 



10

Germany. At the time when the woodwoses were 

being carved people lived very precariously, often 

under the shadow of feud or famine. Occasionally 

people would lose absolutely everything and 

in response to catastrophic change in their 

circumstances, some turned feral.

Woodwoses and other European wildmen make 

occasional appearances in the classics of literature, 

for example, in the numerous versions of the 
Romance of Alexander in which Alexander the 
Great encounters ‘the Wildman’ in India during 

one of his many fictional exploits. The medieval 
Classicists in Suffolk’s then numerous monasteries 

could also turn for inspiration to the Marsyas – a 

race of wildmen skinned alive by Apollo. In his 

manifestation as a Romano-British deity, Hercules 
carried a club and was draped in the fur of a lion 

skin. The Classical Greek historian Herodotus also 
wrote of the Arimaspians – a race of wildmen who 

were strong warriors and great horsemen.

Unlike the Asian and North American big hairy 

men, who were viewed as a different animal to 

humans, the Christian doctrines emphasised that 

Man was made in the image of God. The story of 

The Fall implies that woodwoses had become ‘feral 

men’. Although they were originally human, they 

had grown apart due to ‘outrageous hardship’ or 

they had become wild through an upbringing among 

wild beasts. The woodwose’s coat of hair was 

regarded as a consequence of their ‘wildness not 

their natural state’ according to Forth.

Some of the attributes of European woodwoses 

were that they didn’t speak; they seemed to enjoy 

thunderstorms; they had a special empathy with 

animals, as well as knowledge of medicinal 

plants. Sometimes woodwoses snatched and ate 

human children. Male woodwoses were said 

to occasionally abduct human women, while 

‘wildwomen’ (female woodwoses, sometimes 
depicted in medieval manuscripts and on coats of 

arms as hairy women with rather neat long hair 

and hairless breasts) had the power to disguise 
themselves as more mainstream women to seduce 

male humans. 

Stephen Mickelwright suggests that East Anglian 

woodwoses commemorate the ‘Silvatici’, Anglo-

Saxons who fought on after the Norman conquest 

and became experts in subterfuge, camouÀage 
and guerrilla warfare against Normans. They may 

also have inspired the later tales of Robin Hood 
and his merry men. Very few accounts of the 

Silvatici survive. Hereward the Wake in the East 
Anglia Fens is probably the best known, but there 

was also Eadric Wild in Shropshire, who became 

immortalised in local Wild Hunt legends. A group 
of stonemasons in the East of England may have 

incorporated these characters into their work as an 

in-joke, as their own small act of defiance against 
Norman churchgoers. Mickelwright quotes The 

English Resistance by Peter Rex as his source.

Other notable woodwose figures include St 
Onuphrius who was recognised in both the 

Orthodox and Catholic Churches. He was a 4th 
century ‘Desert Father’ of Egyptian Christianity 

who lived as a hermit for many years and had thick 

body hair and a loincloth made of leaves. The Welsh 

prophet Lailoken was a former wildman who had 

lived as a lunatic in the Caledonian forests. It is 

even possible that the wizard Merlin, of Arthurian 

legend, was originally a wildman.

Mark Utting of Thornham Magna, Suffolk in a 

letter to Fortean Times suggests that woodwoses 

might derive from Biblical wild men such as 

Nebuchadnezzar II, King of Babylon. In the Old 

Testament’s Book of Daniel, Nebuchadnezzar 

was ‘humbled by God’ while boasting of his 

achievements, and cast out from society. Probably 

the most famous representation of Nebuchadnezzar 

‘cast out’ is by the artist William Blake, whose 

1795 -1805 print series depicts a naked man with 

long white hair and beard and with his toenails 

growing into claws.  The creature is crawling on 

all fours, with anguished face and a tortured stare. 

Nebuchadnezzar went insane and lived like a beast 

for a period of seven years before he was cured. To 

Medieval Christians, he represented those cast out 

and later redeemed by baptism. 

Jerry Glover told me that Debrett’s Illustrated 

Baronetage used to contain 28 British heraldic 

coats of arms which included woodwoses or 

‘savages’, with or without clubs - and some 

much rarer wildwomen. Such coats of arms were 

prevalent among the nobility of medieval France 

and Germany. According to Glover, woodwoses 

as a heraldic symbol seem to have arrived among 
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the English nobility in the 15th century, around the 

time the Suffolk woodwose fonts were carved. King 

Charles VI of France was the only survivor of a 

group of five nobles who were accidentally set on 
fire while capering dressed as woodwoses at a ball 
on 28th January 1393.

Another suggestion made by Glover is that 

woodwoses could have symbolised the itinerant 

artisans who built the churches and carved the fonts. 

This occupational group were “unsettled, wild-

roaming men”, seeking patrons at a time of huge 

expansion of church-building. Inspired by the story 
of St Christopher, the club or ragged staff became 

a common symbol denoting a traveller at this time. 

So could the woodwose carvings have depicted real 

people - might they be images of the stonemasons 

themselves caricatured as itinerant wildmen? Many 

woodwoses have facial features that suggest they 

may be plausible portraits of actual people, and 

several woodwoses in different churches are clearly 

the work of the same artists. 

European Connections

It is possible that Woodwoses may be a cultural 

import from North Germany, arriving in England 

via the trading ports of the Hanseatic League. 
This was a self-help organisation of merchants 

and ship-owners that was already being referred 

to by name as ‘the Hanse’ in the Royal Charter 

granted to the Suffolk city of Dunwich in 1215. 

The League included the North German cities of 

Hamburg, Lubeck and Cologne and the Dutch port 
of Groningen, Bergen in Norway, Gdansk in Poland 

and  it had numerous outposts as far afield as Tallinn 
in Estonia and its own colonies off the shores of the 

Baltic. 

The League controlled virtually all trade with 

Denmark, Sweden, North Prussia and Poland, and 

by the 15th century it had warehouses or ‘offices’ 
in King’s Lynn, Norwich, Great Yarmouth and 

Ipswich. Hanseatic cargo included timbers from the 
vast forests of Poland and North Prussia used for 

shipbuilding, which they shipped to the shipbuilding 

ports of Suffolk such as Ipswich and Aldeburgh 

(wooden ships of up to 300 tons were built at 

Woodwose preparing to do battle with a wyvern on the porch of Crat¿eld Church
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Aldeburgh’s harbour at Slaughden, now mostly lost 

to the sea) and Southwold had the status of a Royal 
Harbour for the building of the King’s ships from 
1489 onwards. 

In the 15th century North Prussia contained some 

of mainland Europe’s last remaining pagans who 

fought guerilla campaigns in the forests with the 

Teutonic Knights. The Knights were ethnic German 

settlers fighting an official Crusade against the 
pagans with Papal blessing. Jonathan Ferguson, 

curator of firearms at the Royal Armouries in Leeds, 
told me of an early medieval German handgun 

with what appeared to be woodwoses on the barrel. 

Woodwoses and wildmen were common on coats-

of-arms of North Germany at this time, so it’s 

possible the Hanseatic traders brought this imagery 
with them to Suffolk.

The coat of arms of the Belgian city of Antwerp 

in Belgium is supported by a wildman and 

wildwoman, neither of them very hairy and both 

naked except for crowns and loincloths made 
from leaves, and both holding clubs. The ‘genre 

paintings’ and prints created by the Flemish painter 

Pieter Bruegel the Elder (1525-1569) depict 
contemporary peasant traditions and festivals 

in Flanders – now the Dutch-speaking part of 

Belgium. Several of Bruegel’s scenes include a 

well-known Flemish carnival play, The Death of 

the Wildman, being performed in the streets in the 

background. This was a recognisable skit done by 

travelling players during carnival (at the end of 
Lent), in which an actor plays a hairy wildman who 
is shot by a hunter with a crossbow. Flemish people 

– working as weavers, craftsmen and mercenaries in 

particular – were numerous in 15th and 16th century 

Suffolk. Many Suffolk church fittings – particularly 
the stained glass panels – are from Flanders. 

Bromeswell church even has a bell with an old 

Flemish inscription on it. Could Suffolk’s Flemish 

immigrants, many of them craftsmen commissioned 

to do work on its churches – have brought the 

wildman from their carnival play here with them? 

This theory is lent weight in an article by Ellis 

(1912) who suggests that Suffolk’s woodwose fonts 
were carved in sections in Flanders by Flemish 

craftsmen and then shipped over to Suffolk, 

where they arrived at their churches by river. The 

octagonal configuration of the fonts meant they 
could be dismantled into standardised sections for 

shipping. It has been suggested to me that the stone 

on the font at Haughley church is likely to have 
come from Caen in Normandy.

Zuilen, now part of the Dutch city of Utrecht, 

proudly displays woodwoses (‘wild men’ or 
‘savages’ in heraldic terminology) on its coat of 
arms, as do the Earl of Atholl and HRH the Duke of 
Edinburgh, and there’s a 1499 painting of wildmen 
carrying shields with German coats of arms by the 

artist Albrecht Dürer.

Wildmen and Crusaders

Another explanation for Suffolk’s concentration 
of woodwoses presents itself in the shape of crests 

on carved tombs of the de La Pole family in the 

church at Wingfield, North Suffolk.The remains of 
Wingfield Castle, the seat of the de La Pole family, 

Woodwose on the font at St. Bartholomew’s Church, 

Orford.



13

the Earls of Suffolk until the Tudor times, is now 

a privately-owned stately home nearby. John de 

La Pole, Earl of Suffolk, who died either in 1491 
or 1492, lies buried there, immortalised in a stone 
effigy that depicts him in full armour. John’s head 
rests on his full-face helmet, which bears a crest 

showing his family’s dead Saracen enemy from 

the Crusades centuries earlier. Saracens were the 

Muslim soldiers of the armies of the caliphates 

that faced the Crusaders, drawn mostly from 

present-day Turkey, Egypt or Iraq. The Saracen’s 

eyes are closed, as if he has just been beheaded 

by a victorious Crusader forebear of John. The 

extraordinarily detailed head of the Saracen is 
a racist caricature – he has long curly locks, an 

elaborate beard, a headband, big earrings and an 

exaggerated, wide nose. 

The same church has a less detailed stone effigy of 
Michael de La Pole, who died on active service at 

the siege of HarÀeur in 1415, on Henry V’s raid into 
France that culminated in the Battle of Agincourt. 

Michael’s head also rests on a helm with a Saracen 

crest. This Saracen also has his eyes closed, and 

wears a helmet or skullcap and has the same 

wrinkled brow, locks, beard and exaggerated nose 
as the stone Saracen’s head on John de La Pole’s 

helm.

Both the Saracens’ heads bear a striking 

resemblance to the features of the bearded, hairy 

woodwoses on church fonts all over Suffolk. 

Could the woodwoses have originated as Saracens 

on the de La Pole coat of arms, with their strong 

association with Suffolk and local pride? Saracens 

were deliberately dehumanised by the propagandists 

of the Crusades, and the good people of Suffolk 

in those days could easily have confused the 

caricatures of Muslim soldiers with something other 

than human. 

Concluding remarks

Woodwoses are notably for their fragility but also 

for their resilience and survival. It’s unlikely that 

any one explanation for them exists, woodwoses 
elude this, but that’s the charm. As well as being 

visually arresting, they’re fascinating precisely 

because of the rich mixing of many woodwose 
origin stories (outcasts, outsiders, ships, traders, 
guerilla fighters, carnival plays etc.) which derive 

from various places and very diverse, sometimes 

hybrised sources.

© Matt Salusbury, all rights reserved

Much of this article first appeared in “The 
woodwoses of Suffolk,” Matt Salusbury, Fortean 

Times FT 318, September2014. The article was 

subsequently updated at http://mattsalusbury.

blogspot.co.uk/2014/10/the-woodwoses-of-suffolk.
html

This article is an adapted extract from Matt 
Salusbury’s forthcoming book Mystery Animals 

of the British Isles: Suffolk (CFZ Press, 2019), for 
details see www.twitter.com/mysteryanimals and for 

the mailing list for the book launch and other events 

sign up at mysteryanimalsofsuffolk@gn.apc.org
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A Portrait of the Artist: J.M.W. Turner in Orford
by Dr Richard Hoggett

Introduction

Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775–1851) is 
widely regarded as one of this nation’s greatest 

artists. As both an artist and a man, he continues 

to capture the public imagination, having been the 

subject of numerous biographies (e.g. Hamilton 
1997; Herrman 2004; Bailey 2013; Moyle 2016; 
Shanes 2016) and, in the form of Mike Leigh’s Mr 

Turner (2014), even a cinematic biopic. Born and 
raised in Covent Garden, Turner entered the Royal 

Academy Schools at the age of 14, exhibited his 
first watercolour at the Royal Academy aged 15 and 
his first oil aged 21. Turner went on to become an 
Associate member of the Royal Academy in 1799, 

aged only 24, an achievement bettered quickly by his 
election as a full member of the Academy in 1802. 

Five years later, Turner was appointed Professor of 

Perspective at the Academy, where he continued 

to contribute significantly to the annual exhibition 
throughout his life.

Today, Turner is best known (and loved) for the vivid 
oil paintings which characterised his later years (e.g. 
Blayney Brown et al. 2014). Many of these depict 
maritime scenes, with rich, colourful and often 

very impressionistic skyscapes and seascapes (e.g. 
Riding and Johns 2014), of which The Fighting 

Temeraire of 1839 is perhaps the most famous 

example. However, these images only comprise a 
small proportion of his artistic output, which was 

prolific and, on his death, resulted in a bequest to 
the nation comprising some 320 oil paintings, 2,000 

watercolours and 17,500 sketches, the latter being 

bound up in a series of sketchbooks which had 

accompanied the artist throughout his lifetime. In 

recent years, most of these images, including the 

sketchbooks, have been digitised and made available 

online via the Tate website, providing an invaluable 

insight into Turner’s creative process and his wide-

ranging abilities across a variety of media. 

Less well known are the numerous watercolours 

which Turner produced throughout his lifetime, 

many of which focussed on the natural landscape, 

with a particular emphasis on capturing the lives 

of the people who lived and worked within it 

(Shanes 1980; 1981; 1990). Many of these images 
were commissioned for a specific purpose and 
subsequently translated into engravings, the best 

way at the time for works to be reproduced and 

sold, either singly or in bound-up groups (Herrman 
1990). Indeed, in the latter part of his career, Turner 
is thought to have overseen the production of nearly 

800 engravings after his own work (Rawlinson 
1908; 1913). 

Turner travelled extensively throughout Europe 
during his lifetime, but so far as we know he only had 

two encounters with East Anglia: the first as he sailed 
along the coast from London to Edinburgh in 1822, 

and the second when he toured the coast, probably 

as a result of a commission, in 1824. During both 
of these episodes he made sketches of Orford and 

Orfordness, which subsequently gave rise to a series 

of images depicting the town and its environs. This 

article presents an all-too-brief overview of Turner’s 

time in Orford and examines the contents of both 
the sketchbooks he used during his visits and the 

resultant watercolours and engravings.

The King’s Visit to Edinburgh Sketchbook

The first drawings of the East Anglian coast made 
by Turner are contained within the opening pages 

of a sketchbook which he used during a visit made 

to Edinburgh by King George IV in 1822 (Turner 
Bequest CC). Turner travelled to Edinburgh by sea, 
and the course of his voyage brought him close to the 

East Anglian coastline. Impressed by scenery which 

he had apparently not seen before, Turner captured 

the outline of the coastal cliffs and salient landmarks 

in a series of quick sketches stacked one above 

the other on the page, which effectively provided 

a running section of the view as he experienced it. 
Many of the points of interest were labelled and 

areas of landscape annotated to act as aides memoire 

at a later date. 

There are three small sketches of Orford on page 

1a of the Edinburgh sketchbook, which features a 
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series of coastal views charting 

Turner’s progress northwards 

(Figure 1). The upper third of 
the page is occupied by a small 

section drawing, below which is 

a detailed sketch of a ship and a 

second section. The Orford views 

constitute the middle third of the 

page, and begin with a small view 

in which the castle and Orfordness 

are both named. Beneath this is 

a view of the town in which the 

castle keep and the tower of St 

Bartholomew’s church are clearly 

visible, together with annotations 

indicating ‘wood’ and ‘sand’. The 

third image shows Orfordness, 

with its pair of lighthouses, the southernmost of 

which is annotated ‘red’, with the northernmost 

annotated ‘white’, and again Turner noted the 

presence of ‘wood’ and ‘sand’. 

The rest of the page, together with the following 

two pages of the Edinburgh sketchbook, feature 

similar East Anglian coastal sketches made as 

Turner progressed northwards, including details 

of Aldeburgh, Southwold, Pakefield, Lowestoft, 
Great Yarmouth, Happisburgh and Cromer (Turner 
Bequest CC 1a, 2 and 2a). Turner continued to 
record the coastline in this fashion all the way to 

Edinburgh, and the rest of the sketchbook is then 

filled with numerous views of the royal party and its 
progress around the Scottish capital.

The Norfolk, Suffolk and Essex Sketchbook 

In the 1810s and 1820s, Turner spent a considerable 

amount of time working with the engravers William 

and George Cooke to publish several series of 

engravings of English scenes, including Picturesque 

Views on the Southern Coast of England (1814–
26), Rivers of England (1823–7) and Marine Views 

(1824–5) (excellent illustrated overviews of these 
projects are provided by Shanes 1981 and 1990). 
It seems that the Cooke brothers had originally 

envisaged that the Southern Coast series would be 

followed by similar projects which would eventually 

depict scenes around the entire British coastline. 

Such a continuation was apparently proposed to 

Turner in about 1824, as the Southern Coast series 

Figure 1. J.M.W. Turner, ‘Sketches of the Suffolk Coast: 

Orford, Aldeburgh and Southwold’, 1822, from the King’s 

Visit to Edinburgh sketchbook (Turner Bequest CC 1a). © 

Tate, released under Creative Commons CC-BY-NC-ND (3.0 

Unported).

Figure 2. J.M.W. Turner, ‘Orford’, c.1824, from the Norfolk, Suffolk and Essex sketchbook 

(Turner Bequest CCIX 86). © Tate, released under Creative Commons CC-BY-NC-ND (3.0 

Unported).
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drew near to completion, and it is possible that this 

prospect provided the impetus for his 1824 tour of 
the East Anglian coast (Shanes 1981, 40).

Unlike some of Turner’s other regional tours, which 

upon occasion were recorded by his contemporaries 

(e.g. Redding 1852; 1866, 45–74), we know little or 
nothing of Turner’s time in East Anglia beyond what 

can be inferred from the sketchbook which he used 

for the tour – referred to as the Norfolk, Suffolk and 

Essex sketchbook (Turner Bequest CCIX) – and the 
finished paintings themselves. While Turner seems 
to have used the pages of his sketchbook broadly 

sequentially as he toured the region, many of the 

individual views and scenes have been sketched 

onto the backs of earlier pages, creating a slightly 

disjointed impression of his time in East Anglia. 

The full contents of the Norfolk, Suffolk and Essex 

sketchbook have been digitised and made available 

1  https://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-publications/jmw-turner/joseph-mallord-william-turner-es-
sex-r1181039

via the Tate website,1 and in 2018 the original was 

exhibited at the Time and Tide Museum in Great 
Yarmouth as part of their Drawn to the Coast 

exhibition.

The East Anglian sketchbook begins with a long 

series of drawings made in and around Colchester, 

including several views of Colchester castle, from 

whence Turner seems to have journeyed to Great 

Yarmouth, probably by sea. A considerable number 

of sketches were made in and around the town, not all 

of which are specifically identifiable locations, and 
Turner also seems to have used Yarmouth as a base 

from which to pay visits to nearby Caister Castle and 

Happisburgh. From Yarmouth, Turner then seems 
to have moved on to Lowestoft, where he made 

detailed studies of the lighthouse and other features, 

before moving southwards again to Southwold, from 

where he appears to have made at least one circular 

excursion to Dunwich and Walberswick, sketching 
as he went. From Southwold, Turner then progressed 

to Aldeburgh, where again he appears to have stayed 

for a time, making studies of the Martello tower 

and the town which were to inform his later works. 

Finally, Turner arrived in Orford, where he was 

clearly inspired by the castle keep and its relationship 

with the tower of St Bartholomew’s church, as well 

as by the lighthouses on Orfordness. 

At least ten pages of the sketchbook are dedicated to 

identifiable Orford subjects, with the possibility that 
others lie unrecognised on other pages. The majority 

of the Orford images are clustered at the end of the 

sketchbook, separated from the rest of the images 

by a long run of blank pages, suggesting that Turner 

started working from the back of the book when he 

reached the town, although there are some Orford 

images shufÀed between other subjects throughout 
the rest of the book, too. 

To take just a pair of sample pages from the 

sketchbook, page 86 is a landscape page showing 

the sketched outline of the town viewed across the 

Ore from Orfordness (Figure 2). The outline of the 
castle and the church can be identified clearly, while 
details of the shipping in the river are conveyed with 

a few simple strokes of the pencil (Turner Bequest 
CCIX 86). This sketch was undoubtedly the origin 

Figure 3. J.M.W. Turner, ‘Orford Castle and St Bartholomew’s 

Church, Orford’, c.1824, from the Norfolk, Suffolk and Essex 

sketchbook (Turner Bequest CCIX 88). © Tate, released under 

Creative Commons CC-BY-NC-ND (3.0 Unported).
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of the later paintings discussed below. By contrast, 

page 88 of the sketchbook contains a typical array 

of thumbnail sketches from around the town (Figure 
3). Rather than a single subject or scene, the page 
is divided between a small sketch of the castle 

keep at the top of the page, a sketch of the ruinous 

Romanesque arcading of St Bartholomew’s church 

in the centre of the page, and a view of the church 

itself at the bottom (Turner Bequest CCIX 88). 
Again, these details would have been used to inform 

the finished artworks, but one of the most incredible 
features of all the sketches is how relatively simple 

they appear when compared to the finished paintings 
– another testament to Turner’s undoubted artistic 

genius and incredible memory. 

Picturesque Views in England and Wales

In the mid-1820s, in part to feed the desires of an 

emergent art market, Turner embarked upon an 

ambitious publication scheme entitled Picturesque 

Views in England and Wales (Shanes 1980; 1990). 
The project was a collaboration between Turner 

and the engraver and print-publisher Charles Heath, 

for which Turner would produce 120 watercolours 

depicting a wide range of landscapes, rivers, ports, 

castles, monasteries and other features from across 

the two countries. These would then be engraved 

under Heath’s supervision, with input from Turner, 
and published in groups of four images three times 

a year. The scheme was financed by Heath himself 
and the established print-seller Robert Jennings and 

Company. Turner was apparently paid about 25 

guineas for each of the watercolours he contributed 

(almost £3,000 today), and the paintings themselves 
were offered for sale once they had been engraved, 

with the profits being put back into the scheme 
(Shanes 1980, 10–15). 

While Turner’s watercolours are wonderful works 

of art, the translation of his colourful scenes into 

black and white engravings was a process which 

required enormous skill in its own right. Therefore, 

a core team of five engravers was employed to work 
on the England and Wales scheme, with 14 others 
working alongside them, some of whom worked on 

as many as 13 or 14 plates in the scheme. Turner 
took a close, and at times very critical, interest in 

Figure 4. R. Brandard after J.M.W. Turner, ‘Orford, Suffolk’, 1827, from the Picturesque Views in England and Wales series. © Tate, 

released under Creative Commons CC-BY-NC-ND (3.0 Unported).
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the engraving process, and it could take as long as 

two years to finish a plate to Turner’s satisfaction. 
The engravers each received approximately £100 
(almost £10,000 today) per plate, and the prices for 
each of the published parts varied from a guinea and 

a half for four proofs on India paper to 14 shillings 
for four ordinary prints.

In this fashion, the England and Wales scheme 

was able to cater for two aspects of the emergent 

early nineteenth-century art market: those who 

were content to own copies of the engravings, and 

a more ambitious few who were able to afford 

and collect the original watercolours themselves. 

From our perspective, the main consequence of 

this arrangement was that many of the watercolour 

images relating to the scheme, and almost all of 

the East Anglian scenes, ended up in private hands 

rather than forming part of the Turner Bequest now 

held at the Tate in London. In the intervening years, 

some of the East Anglian images have disappeared, 

while others have periodically resurfaced at auction, 

and several have since returned to publicly-held 

collections, often having been bequeathed in lieu of 

inheritance taxes. 

The first three parts of the England and Wales series 

were published in 1827, and by 1830 a total of 36 

engravings had been published, with an estimated 

50 watercolours having been finished by Turner. 
However, the economy was in decline, resulting in 
poor sales, and in 1831 Jennings & Co. withdrew 

from the project, selling their share of the enterprise 

to the Moon, Boys and Graves Gallery. The part-

rate slowed to two publications a year, and in 1835 

the new publishers also began to withdraw from the 

deal; and further internal disagreements ultimately 

led to the publication of the project being taken on 

by Longman instead. In 1837, Longman decided to 

terminate the scheme, with Turner having completed 

over 100 drawings and 96 of the envisaged 120 

engravings having been published. To mark the end 

of the series, bound editions of the engravings were 

published in two parts of 48 prints each, but sales 
were poor and Charles Heath was left financially 
ruined (Shanes 1980, 13–14).

In an attempt to recoup their losses, in 1839 Longman 

put up for auction their remaining stock of prints 

and proofs, several hundred copies of the bound 

volumes, and the 96 copperplates for the engravings. 

In the event, Turner bought the entire stock just 

Figure 5. J.M.W. Turner, ‘Orford Haven’, c.1827. Image courtesy 

of the Indianapolis Museum of Art.

Figure 6. J.C. Allen after J.M.W. Turner, ‘Orford Castle and 

Church’, c.1830. © Trustees of the British Museum.
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before the auction started for the sum of £3,000, 
in order to ensure that his work did not become 

devalued by cheap copies. Following Turner’s death, 

the remaining stock of engravings was auctioned 

at Christie’s in 1874, with the copperplates being 
destroyed to preserve the market value of the prints 

(Shanes 1980, 15).

The third part of the England and Wales series, 

published on 1 December 1827, comprised four 

images: Barnard Castle, Durham; Saltash, Cornwall; 

Aldborough [sic], Suffolk; and Orford, Suffolk (Figure 
4). The watercolour on which the Orford engraving 
was based was painted c.1825–6, and was exhibited 
in June 1829 in the Egyptian Hall, Piccadilly, along 
with a selection of other images from the series. It 

was later exhibited in June–July 1833 (by which 
time it was in the ownership of one T. Griffith) at the 
Moon, Boys and Graves Gallery, Pall Mall, as part 

of a much larger selection of images from the series.  

The original was sold during Turner’s lifetime and 

is now in a private collection in England. A low 

resolution version of the image can be viewed on the 

Tate Gallery website, but the original has not been 

seen in public for many years.2 

The Aldborough and Orford images are a 

complementary pair, and both are early morning 

summer scenes depicting everyday life in the busy 

ports. The Orford image shows numerous ships 

moored at the quay, with the town situated on the 

rising ground behind, framed by the castle keep to 

the left and the tower of St Bartholomew’s church 

to the right. The topography and the heights of both 

towers have been exaggerated for dramatic effect, 
reminding us that these are artistic compositions 

rather than accurate portrayals of the view. In the 

bottom left of the picture, a group of crab fishermen 
is shown hauling in their catch, and they are 

comedically juxtaposed with a semi-submerged crab 
in the bottom right of the image – the ‘one that got 

away’ (Shanes 1980, 27 and Fig. 13; 1990, 175).

In addition to the Aldborough engraving, which was 

published alongside the Orford image in part three 

(see Shanes 1980, 27 and Fig. 12; 1990, 174), the 
later parts of the England and Wales series featured 

two more East Anglian images: a view of Great 

Yarmouth, Norfolk published in part seven in 1829 

2 https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/turner-orford-su�olk-tw1713

(see Shanes 1980, 30 and Fig. 26; 1990, 188) and 
a view of Lowestoffe [sic], Suffolk included in part 

22 in 1837, making it one of the last images in the 

scheme to be published (see Shanes 1980, 46 and 
Fig. 76; 1990, 248. 

Picturesque Views on the East Coast of England

The long-term and very productive relationship 

between Turner and the Cooke brothers, and the 

numerous series of engravings which emerged from 

it, have already been alluded to, together with the 

projected Picturesque Views on the East Coast of 

England series, which would have complemented 

and continued the Southern Coast series published 

by them between 1814 and 1826. It is probable that 
the prospect of this series lay behind Turner’s East 

Anglian sojourn of 1824, however, in 1826, Turner 
and William Cooke fell out over the terms of their 

agreement, and their partnership broke down. Rather 

than abandon the proposed scheme completely, 

Turner then seems to have attempted to produce the 

East Coast project himself, working in collaboration 

with the engraver James Charles Allen. In the end, 

though, only four vignettes and six drawings were 
produced by Turner (see Shanes 1981, 40–2 and Figs 
87–95; 1990, 151–9). Of these, only three vignettes 
and three drawings resulted in completed engravings, 

with two more plates being left unfinished when 
the series was finally abandoned without reaching 
publication c.1830 (Shanes 1981, 40). 

As might be expected, the proposed East Coast 

series featured a number of images of interest to an 

East Anglian audience. The series included views of 

Aldeburgh, Dunwich, Lowestoft, Great Yarmouth 

and Happisburgh, as well as a complementary view 
of Whitby, which is also thought to belong to the 

scheme (Shanes 1981, 40–2 and Figs 87–95; 1990, 
151–9). Unfortunately, it is not possible to review 
all of these images here, but the present author is 

currently working on a longer presentation of the 

group. For our purposes, the series also included two 

views of Orford, both derived from images contained 

within the Norfolk, Suffolk and Essex sketchbook: 

one focussing on the town and quay, and the other on 

the Orfordness lighthouses.

The first of the Orford images is a vignette in 
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gouache strengthened with pen and ink on blue 

paper, thought to have been painted c.1827 (Figure 
5). Sold in Turner’s lifetime, the original is now 
owned by the Indianapolis Museum of Art, where 

it was previously on long-term loan, having been 

donated in memory of Dr and Mrs Hugo Pantzer by 
their children. In the painting, the castle’s keep is 

silhouetted against a sunset above the town, with the 

quay in the foreground in the deep blue shadows of 

twilight. Also in the foreground, a party is rowing 

across the Ore, while to the right of the frame a boat 

is being built on the shore. Of particular note is the 

small burst of sunlight which shines through one of 

the castle’s windows, and the drama of the scene is 

heightened by Turner’s use of gouache on blue paper.

Being both a vignette and on a blue background, 

the watercolour marked something of a departure 

for Turner, and both characteristics are shared with 

a small group of other East Anglian images – of 

Lowestoffe [sic] Lighthouse, Hasboro Sands, and 

Yarmouth Fishing Boats –  suggestive of the four 

having been created as part of a single coherent 

scheme (Shanes 1981, 40 and Figs 87–90; 1990, 
151–2). An unfinished and unpublished engraving 

3  http://gallerysearch.ds.man.ac.uk/Detail/4525

of the image by J.C. Allen is held by the British 

Museum, but its overall quality is rather poor when 

compared to the images produced for the England 

and Wales and other series and it fails to capture the 

somewhat ethereal essence of the original (Figure 6).

A second Orford image, also produced for the 

speculative East Coast scheme and painted c.1827, 

depicts Orfordness from the sea. The original is 

now in the University of Manchester’s Whitworth 

Gallery, following its donation in 2005 along with 

two other unrelated Turner watercolours under the 

Acceptance in Lieu Scheme. All three works had 

been collected in the 1880s by the Haworth family, 
wealthy Manchester cotton brokers, and were 

donated from the estate of Mrs Hertha Haworth 
(Museums, Libraries and Archives Council 2006, 
61–4). The original painting can be freely viewed 
online via the Whitworth’s website.3

A full-frame watercolour, the scene depicts a brig 

with a broken-off mast which has been jury-rigged 

and ultimately abandoned to the elements. In the 

surrounding stormy sea, small boats are shown 

attaching lines to her bow in an attempt to salvage 

the vessel, while a crowd looks on from the beach. 

Figure 7. J.C. Allen after J.M.W. Turner, ‘Orfordness’, c.1830. © Tate, released under Creative Commons CC-BY-NC-ND (3.0 

Unported).
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The whole scene is played out against the backdrop 

of the pair of Orfordness lighthouses constructed 

in 1792: the high light to the left, and the low light 

to the right. The castle keep and the church tower 

can be made out in the distance. As a composition, 

the scene is very dramatic, and the human story of 

a ship battling against and ultimately succumbing 

to the elements is a common theme of many of 

Turner’s paintings. Common, too, is his juxtaposing 
lighthouses and beacons, constructed to warn 

and protect, with the end results of such maritime 

tragedies, thus highlighting what he saw to be the 

futility in hoping to oppose the natural world in this 

fashion (Shanes 1981, 41 and Fig. 93; 1990, 155). 
Again, an unpublished engraving of the scene was 

produced by J.C. Allen, copies of which are held 

by both the British Museum and the Tate (Figure 
7). This example is much more finished than that 
produced for Orford Haven image, and here we see 

a much more accomplished piece of work. 

Conclusion

As far as we know, Turner’s sole first-hand experiences 
of East Anglia are recorded in the Edinburgh 

sketchbook (1822) and the Norfolk, Suffolk and Essex 

sketchbook (c.1824). The drawings contained within 
both books provided a rich source of information for 

many later compositions. We know little or nothing 

of Turner’s time in East Anglia, beyond what can be 

inferred from his artworks, but from these it is clear 

that he spent some time in and around Orford and 

Orfordness. In particular, he was clearly inspired by 

the castle keep and its relationship with the tower of 

St Bartholomew’s church, as well as the busyness 

of the quay and the traffic on the river. He was also 
apparently very much taken with the high and low 

lighthouses on Orfordness, which he used as the 

focus of an evocative image highlighting the danger 

to shipping posed by this treacherous stretch of sea. 

While Turner’s Orford images, and the handful of 

East Anglian watercolours to which they belong, 

represent a small fraction of Turner’s artistic output, 

from a regional perspective they form a coherent 

group which captures beautifully the landmarks and 

landscape of the East Anglian coast in the 1820s and 

leaves us with a pang of regret that Turner never 

travelled the region more widely. 
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Boats on Beeches

by Kim Crowder

If ever you lose your way in this part of east Suffolk, 

your satnav might direct you along a lonely and rather 

strange one mile stretch of arrow straight lane called 

The Clumps. This tree-lined lane is too remotely 

rural to merit a name board. Your mobile will not 

work there and, cut off from the intrusive chatter 

of the 21st century, you will be set adrift from the 

virtual world. But if you are sensitive to such things, 

you might be able to tune into another messaging 

system, something that is being communicated by 

the trees. 

Some locals know about The Clumps and the special 

mystery of the place, but most don’t. I stumbled 

upon it by chance when I was out walking one day. 

Fascinated by The Clumps’ history, or lack of it, I 

was drawn to the lane by the sheer romance of the 

avenue of ruined and decaying beeches. It was as 

if the dying trees chose the moment to reveal their 

secret to me one winter day in 1995. The bracken had 

withered away: all the trees were leaÀess, their trunks 
and boughs fully exposed. I thought, then doubted, 
that I saw something unusual on a huge beech trunk 

several yards ahead. A trick of the light perhaps? I 

looked again, close up, and saw a carved sketch of a 

tiny sailing boat, its hull less than a hand’s span long. 

Replete with masts and rigging, the perfect little craft 

was bravely navigating a rippled sea of beech bark.

I walked on and carefully searched all around the 

trunk of the next tree: no boats. Then another tree, 
bearing a few scattered initials, a heart, an arrow, 

but no boat. Then a third tree and the delight of 

discovering another boat, a much larger one, maybe 

a foot long with a tall pennant-topped mast. One of 

its three large sails showed vestiges of the craft’s 

identification number, prefixed LT for Lowestoft. 
Then another, marked IH for Ipswich. I walked on, 
checking every tree in turn on either side of the road, 

a mile out and a mile back.

Incredulous, I wondered how could this be? Who 

could have made these carvings, and when? Since 

that day I have repeated the same walk many times. 

I know that many of the beech trunks are blank. 

Some harbour a single boat, but on others small 

carved Àotillas circumnavigate the entire girth of 
the trunk. To me, The Clumps is not just a vehicular 

roadway but also a busy, yet ghostly, shipping lane 

whose course bisects dry land. A whole gallery of 

sailing boat images is concealed amongst the trees. 

On some, the fine detail of yard-arms and rigging 
remains clear despite the distortions caused by 

decades of tree growth. These are working boats, 

built for local conditions, all shallow draughted for 
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navigating the nearby Butley River, the Ore, the 

Alde, the Deben and the Orwell.

The array of drawings looks like a rustic prototype 

for Jane’s Fighting Ships, the reference work first 
published in 1898 which annually catalogues every 

type of warship1. Trunk by trunk, the carvers have 

anticipated Jane’s page by page ship diagrams. 

Using knives instead of pens, and memory in place 

of measurements, they have catalogued the merchant 

craft which sailed the inshore waters here during the 

19th century. There, on the beeches, are affectionate 

mementoes not just of long-vanished boats, but also, 

the abiding self-made memorials of anonymous 

carvers.

The deftly carved images are obviously the work 

of experts in possession of intimate knowledge of 
their subject. The carvers had accurately observed 

shape, form, proportion, and the intricacies of the 

complicated rigging of various kinds of craft. It 

occurred to me that the carvings could only be the 

work of the men who sailed the boats - local sailors. 

Working during the Victorian era and the early 20th 

century, they had had no access to the new fangled 

technique of photography, but had nevertheless 

managed to make a wonderful and enduring visual 

record of the boats they knew so well.  

But the images are more than simple factual 

representations, and much more than naive or 

minimal graffiti. I saw a creative and knowing 
element present in the work too as the carvers had 

skilfully incorporated pre-existing natural features 
into their designs. The boats tend to be sited where 

the extreme torsions of the tree’s growth have wrung 
the bark into the texture of choppy waves, or traced 
out the apparent course of powerful currents. Some 

of the boats are positioned adjacent to bulging scars 

or strongly grained knots so that they appear to be 

making passage around rocky outcrops. Others look 

as though they are bypassing the headlands of small 

islands, or carefully avoiding dangerous whirlpools. 

Yet others are deliberately juxtaposed over deep 
vertical creases in the bark so that the double 

convexities give the impression of strong wind 

1  Jane, Fred. T., 1969 [1898] All the World’s Fighting Ships, Exeter: David & Charles Reprints.
2 The carvings were also photographed around the same time by artist Simon Read, and his images formed the basis of a work 

named ‘To Forgotten Fleets’, 1995.

filling the boats’ sails.  A powerful organic energy 

or will is still altering and animating the carvings. It 

has driven some of the boats off course, and, trapped 

between miniature wooden versions of Scylla and 

Charybidis, they list dangerously. Some are breaking 

apart under the strain. Caught in the heavy storm of 

the trees’ ongoing growth and change, others have 

succumbed to a kind of magic which has stretched 

and doubled the original length of their hulls and 

radically depressed the once steep angles of their 

rigging.

In 1995, when I first saw them, I photographed a few 
of the carvings. Then, the avenue was beginning to 

deteriorate but was still almost intact.2  At the time, 

I assumed that the trees and the carvings would long 

outlive me.  In 1999, I left the district and the ships 

slipped my mind. By 2012, when I returned, the 

beeches were much reduced and many of the boats 

gone. I assumed that born-and-bred Butley people 

would know all about this vanishing piece of local 

heritage, that they would have alerted someone, 

somewhere, in some official place, made sure that 
detailed formal records were made. I presumed that 

all the research had already been done, imagined 

each boat thoroughly measured, code-numbered and 

logged. Stupidly, I thought that, like the far more 

grandiose remains of the Anglo Saxon burial ship at 
nearby Sutton Hoo, the carvings would have been 
subjected to forensic level examination. Specialists 
would have taken casts, collated multi-angle photos, 

created computer files full of visual and technical 
data: surely the carvings would have been obsessively 

labelled, numbered and catalogued - wouldn’t 

they? I was wrong: the boats are abandoned. They 
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are drifting out of view, rapidly passing beyond 

curatorial reach.

Sometime in the 1990s the felling of the most 

precarious trees began. In their local history, Valerie 

Fenwick and Vic Harrup3 include a photograph of 

some of the first felled beeches. Now, the more 
recent fatalities lie collapsed on ground. Other 

limbless wrecks still stand, their trunks pocked and 

rashed with creeping growths. Although the avenue’s 

remains are degenerating fast now, the sheer size of 

the stumps and their longevity make the derelict 

beeches deeply awe inspiring in their final decline.

Tree by tree, storm after storm, the beeches go 

down, taking the carved Àeet with them one boat at 
a time. Perhaps over the years, observant passers-

by may have photographed the boats. Maybe a full 

photographic record of them does exist, but if so, it is 
dispersed amongst a thousand and one fading holiday 

albums, dissipated in the memory chips of countless 

smart phones. There are signs that souvenir hunters 

have attempted impromptu and drastic salvage by 

tearing off loosened chunks of carved bark, but this 

is futile as the material is so brittle that it shatters 

instantly, destroying the image.

3 Harrup, V. and Fenwick, V. 2009 Untold Tales from the 

Suffolk Sandlings, Blaxhall: Butley Research Group.

 Some say that the Clumps road used to be a Sailors’ 

Path, so I conjure them in my mind’s eye, youths 

and men, sea-booted and bewhiskered in the style 

of the century before last, following their path either 

towards home or back to the boats and the sea. On 

the way they might have dawdled, met crew-mates 

and enjoyed a leisurely smoke under the shade of 

the semi-mature beeches. Then, boasting about their 

boats, they might have begun carving.

But why would sailors spend precious leave-time 

and effort carving images of boats on trees standing 

inland? The patient incision and painstaking shaping 

of lines suggests deep attachment - surely no one 

would waste time depicting boats that they did not 

care about.  But what purpose could such carvings 

serve? Perhaps taking time and effort to embed the 

emblem of a mobile and highly vulnerable sea-going 

craft into the living Àesh of a static, landlocked tree, 
one securely anchored on deep roots, might have 

worked as an act of faith aimed at countering an 

unspoken fear of being lost at sea. After all, a sailor’s 

life was a dangerous one lived at the mercy of the 

elements’ vicissitudes. It seems too simplistic to 

say that the sailors casually made the carvings just 

‘for luck’. There is something much more highly 

intentionalised, intense and meaningful in the way 

that men and boats and trees are foregathered in the 

imagery on the beeches.

Every trip between home and work involves slippage, 

change. Even now the daily commute involves more 

than mere physical movement from A to B. It also 

entails subtle shifts in identity, the putting on and 

taking off of the domestic self and the occupational 

self. When walking the Sailors’ Paths,  mariners must 

have found themselves between identities, neither 

completely sailors nor fully landsmen. When on the 

path, they knew they were walking between worlds. 

In travelling between shipboard and household, they 

voyaged between the quotidian and the preternatural. 

Amongst the extraordinary beeches lining the 
lonely road they entered an liminal zone, a locale 

where limits might be transgressed, where overlaps 

and unexpected connectivities between things and 
people  might occur.
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If  so, the idea of sympathetic magic applies. Originally 

suggested by the anthropologist, Sir James Frazer, in 

1889, sympathetic magic takes two forms4. The first 
involves imitative effigies - classically the wax dolls 
whose deliberate injury is replicated in the person 

the doll represents.  The second involves the law of 

contact or contagion where things that were once in 

close contact continue to inÀuence one another after 
separation and at a distance - like a sailor and a beech 

tree, for example. Frazer suggested that ‘things 
which have once been conjoined must remain ever 

afterwards, even when quite dis-severed from each 

other, in such a sympathetic relation that whatever 

is done to the one must similarly affect the other’5.

I’m only guessing, but following sympathetic 

magic’s law of contact, the carvings might work 

like this: trees, once permanently ‘tattooed’ with 

boat carvings, could act in the capacity of guardians 

to named craft and those who sailed them. For 

the carvers, the boat images might have worked 

figuratively as receptacles, containers of desire. 
As much as they are descriptive depictions of real 

seagoing craft, they might also function as symbolic 

vessels freighted with the sailors’ fervent wishes for 

protection and safe return from the sea.

When sailors carved boats onto trees, both man 

and tree were affected by the encounter: both were 

marked for life. Writing of beech carvings, Richard 

Mabey suggests that such markings are ‘Not really 

tree-abuse, […] nor always a compulsion to leave 

one’s mark on the world. More, I think, the result 

of the world’s leaving a mark on you.’6.  Sailors 

had every reason to fear being fatally marked by 

the dangers of  the maritime world, the realm of the 

sea. Working in an age before radio, radar, satellite 

4 Frazer, J.F., 1959 [1890] The Golden Bough; A Study in Magic and Religion, London: Macmillan and Co. Limited. 

5 Ibid.: p. 37.

6 Mabey. R. 2007. Beechcombings: the Narratives of Trees, London: Chatto and Windus. p.2-3.

7 See Andersson, R. 2009. An Introduction to Culturally Modified Trees in Sweden, Arboricultural Journal: The International 
Journal of Urban Forestry, Vol. 32:4. 
Ostlund, L., Zackrisson,O. and Hornberg,G. 2002. Trees on the Border between Nature and Culture: Culturally Modified Trees in 
Boreal Sweden. Environmental History, 7:1, p.48-68. 
8 Mallea-Olaetxe, J. 2001. Carving Out History: The Basque Aspens, Forest History Today: Spring/Fall 2001, p. 44-50.
 Available at www.foresthistory.org/publications/fht/fhtspringfall2001/mallea.pdf Accessed 6/7/16.

9 Ibid.: 44.
10 http://www.bristolpost.co.uk/Getting-root-soldiers-inscriptions/story-15779514-detail/story.html Accessed 6/8/16.

 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/history/britain-at-war/9299386/WW2-tree-carvings-and-bark-grafitti-unveil- private-lives-from-the-
past.html Accessed 6/8/16. 

navigation systems existed, they had to improvise 

whatever methods they could for mitigating risk 

and underwriting the safety of their boats -and 

themselves. 

Tree carving has a long and universal history. 

Such carvings are known as arborglyphs, and the 

trees which bear them may be known as Culturally 

Modified Trees (CMTs). Classically a CMT is one 
which has been worked on or altered, often by 

indigenous people as part of their culture. Such trees 

function as repositories or archives of their makers’ 

history and social traditions. For example, in 
Sweden, CMTs were carved by the Sami people up 

until the late 19th century7. Some of their carvings 

involved religiously-motivated scarring of trees, 

while others marked boundaries and the routes of 

traditional paths.

During researches in the American West, the 

historian Joxe Mallea-Olaetxe documented over 
20,000 tree carvings made by young single Basque 

men who, from the mid-18th until the mid-20th 

centuries emigrated to work as shepherds.8 The 

names, birthdates, birthplaces and sometimes rather 

risqué drawings carved by these men ‘provide the 

closest thing to a compressed autobiography of the 

sheepherders’9.

 

In Britain, the anthropologist Chantel Summerfield 
has researched the arborglyphs on 250 trees situated 

on the largest army training estate in the UK - the 

Salisbury Plain Training Area, (SPTA)10.

Soldiers’ tree carving began there in 1897 and 

continues now. Summerfield explains that the 
‘conÀict-related’ arborglyphs produced by soldiers 
training for combat in WW1 and WW2 are ‘delicate 
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items of archaeology’ which transform the tree into 

‘an irreplaceable cultural artefact’ bearing witness 

to the ‘presence and emotional state of individual 

soldiers, and to the period of time [in] which they 

trained for war, before travelling to a battle zone.’11

Obvious parallels exist between the sailors’ Clumps’ 
carvings and the soldiers’ Salisbury Plain carvings. 

For example, both sets of men were separated by 
their occupation from home and family. Both were in 

transition, temporarily staying in or passing through 

an ‘in between’ place. Both groups had to contemplate 

the risk of danger and death as unavoidable elements 

of their work. It’s no coincidence that the tradition 

of carving the beeches was taken up again well 

after the sailors’ time. Many of the Clumps’ beeches 

bear the names of American pilots who were posted 

during World War II and the Cold War to the nearby 

Woodbridge and Bentwaters airbases. For them the 

same motivations were in play - separation from 

home, and the compulsion to leave a mark when 

faced with the prospect of danger and death.  

Importantly, Summerfield’s insights reveal 
what might have laid behind the bravado of the 

professional mask. The emotions that were felt 

by sailors, soldiers, Sami, shepherds - and latterly  

11 Summerfield, C. 2012. Trees as a Living Museum: arborglyphs and conÀict on Salisbury Plain, p.159-171 in Nicholas J. Saun-

ders (ed.) ‘Beyond the Dead Horizon’: Studies in Modern ConÀict Archaeology, Oxford: Oxbow Books. p.161-162.

fighter pilots - perhaps ran too deep to be spoken 
or written. In exceeding the bounds of words  such 
feelings were better suited to visual expression.

The Clumps carvings may not be unique. It is 

possible that sailors had a habit of making such 

protective carvings wherever they went. But now the 

boats on the beeches are few and far between. Yearly 

more trees, more boats, go down. Neither living, nor 

yet fully dead and gone, the broken beech stumps 

command your attention, stop you in your tracks, 

just as unanticipated roadside shrines do - sending a 

shiver down the spine. It is impossible to pass these 

last survivors without sensing that they have some 

last vital message to signal. 

Do the carvings still matter or have value? I think 

they do because they are so much more than quaint 

relics. They are not only markers of the powerful 

human emotions of vulnerability and fear, but also 

clear expressions of resourcefulness, faith and 
tenacity. Their authors may well have been unable 

to read or write, but the carvings show how people 

invented and deployed different kinds of personal 

and occupational literacies. It is impossible to know 

whether or not the carvings’ protective magic was 

effective in literal terms, but what matters more 

now, what touches me deeply when 

I touch the carvings is the idea that 

they are tangible signs revealing 

one of the ways that sailors made 

their occupational  world work.

Although the sailors and their boats 

are long-gone, my encounter with 

them has, as Mabey suggests, made 

an important mark on me. The 

boats on the beeches have inspired 

me to set out these written marks on 

a page that might, for a while, work 

to commemorate an otherwise 

unremarked and fast-vanishing 

memorial.

All illustrations © Kim Crowder
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ORFORD CRAFT SHOP:  1973 to 2016
by Stuart Bacon

My late wife, Jean, had 

always wanted a Craft Shop 

and in 1973 after looking at 

a few premises, we decided 

that the Coach House at 
Orford was the best.   We 

approached the landlord of 

the King’s Head, Mr. Shaw, 
with a view to renting the 

premises and he welcomed us 

with open arms.   A shop next 
to the King’s Head would be 
a great attraction to the pub 

and the village.  

The Coach House that housed 
our Craft Shop for forty three 

years was built in about 1790.   

A similar building stood in 

the present day the King’s 

Head car park but, when we 
arrived in 1973, this had been 

demolished and only one 

wall was standing.   There 

were also two rows of stables 

alongside the Craft Shop 

and, soon after we arrived, 

one row and part of the other 

was demolished leaving 

the reduced row that we see 

today.   Opposite the Craft 

Shop on the other side of the street there were two 

rows of cottages separated by a narrow lane called 

‘Stinky Lane’.   This was at a time when toilets were 

outside at the end of the garden.    These cottages 

were pulled down sometime in the early 20th century.

Obviously, horses occupied the Coach House and 
evidence of this can be seen by studying the brick 

Àoor and observing the various tethering rings on the 
back wall.   A set of stairs led to the upper external 
doors, giving access to the hay loft.   These stairs had 

been removed before we arrived in 1973.   Next door 
were two bays that originally accommodated a mail 

cart and stage coach.   It was a purpose-built, well 

thought-out Coach House and a similar structure 
can be seen in the Red Lion carpark at Martlesham.   

Outside and inside, a heavy-duty metal drain can still 

be seen and a depression outside the stables marks a 

filled-in well.   Inside the (horse-sized) door was a 
massive hole made by the horses.   I filled this in 
with a semi-circular concrete step faced with stones 

from Dunwich beach.

The Coach House would have been a very active 
place early in the morning with up to six horses and 
carts being prepared for the day’s work.   At one time 

in the early 1900’s a great deal of haulage must have 

been conducted at Orford because, according to one 

account, the present day car park in the square was 
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full of carts and the Coach House was no longer used 
for horses but instead used to store all the harnesses 

etc. for the horses and carts. 

Soon after we arrived our two daughters, Gail and 

Rhonda, asked us to buy a pony to be accommodated 

in the stables next to the Coach House.   After a 
while, there were three ponies, all housed in the 

stables.   Whilst the horses were a great attraction 

and provided some income, the cost was very high 

and almost ended our new venture.   At this time I 

built a brick plinth outside the Craft Shop and this 

included a mounting block for use with the horses.   

I used some of the stones that I had recovered from 

the underwater Dunwich churches as an infill for the 
brick plinth.

When we opened a new account for the Craft Shop, 

the bank manager thought our new venture would 

only last a year.   I knew trading would be difficult 

The bronze cannon being raised from the seabed off Dunwich in 1994
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especially in the winter

as, in the early 1970’s, Orford was dead until Easter.   

We decided to open just one room with pine fittings 
and concentrated on stocking it with local products 

such as pottery, baskets and preserves.   During 

slow periods, we wrote many of our booklets on the 

Suffolk coast including Orford which was crying out 

for a local guide.   Over the years we wrote twenty 

publications which sold in their thousands.   We 

wrote four books or booklets on Dunwich alone.

In the summertime, I was working offshore mainly 

exploring and surveying the Dunwich site

Which meant that we then had to employ staff at the 

Craft Shop as it expanded over the years.   I converted 
one of the stables to a small outlet selling ice creams 

and cold drinks.   Later this was converted to the sale 

of baskets.

In 1986 we decided to renovate the upper room of 

the Craft Shop in order to install an exhibition about 
underwater exploration along the Suffolk coast, 
mainly that at Dunwich.   This proved of great interest 

to the general public and to students especially when 

I made new discoveries off shore.   A local craftsman 

installed stairs, a false ceiling was built and electrics 

and carpets completed the conversion.   Well-known 

potter, Ush Spettigue, made the pottery clock for the 

roundel at the very top of the Coach House.

The exhibition proved to be a great success and we 
made a small charge which was a help in the work 

offshore.   I gave talks to various groups both at 

Suffolk Underwater Studios, Orford and evening 

venues, mainly for the Women’s Institute.

Over the years, many well-known personalities 

from all walks of life visited the Craft Shop.   I can 

remember visits from Googie Withers, the actress, 

Wendy Richard and Ross Kemp from Eastenders, 

Jimmy Hill, the footballer, Joan Bakewell, Michelle 
Dotrice, Michael Heseltine, Alan Bates, Honor 
Blackman, Ruth Rendell, Robert de Nero, Penelope 

Keith and a host of others.   We also had a mention in 

the October 1979 edition of Vogue magazine! 

We also expanded our work at Dunwich by having 

expeditions over a five week period with a base of 
tents and caravans in Dunwich car park.   These 

expeditions took place in 1979, 1981 and 1983 and, 
at times, over 50 divers worked offshore from the 

base.

In the early 1980s we were a very busy couple; the 

Craft Shop was doing well and in 1988 we received 

an award for our work at Dunwich.   The award 

was given to us by HRH The Duke of Edinburgh at 
Buckingham Palace.   

My happy life stopped in 1989 when Jean died 

of cancer.   Our lives were entwined and we did 

everything together apart from diving.   It took me 

three years to recover.   However, the Craft Shop 
continued to prosper so obviously I had to employ 

more staff.   I worked 363 days a year to keep myself 

from sinking into deep depression after the loss of 

Jean.

In 1994 I chartered Dive Support Vessel ‘Sirius’ to 
explore a site I had been aware of for over 20 years 
to the south of medieval Dunwich.   Local fishermen 
called it Hell’s Kitchen.   On 31st May 1994 we 
arrived on the site with a team of six divers for a 
three-day event.   For the first two days, divers found 
nothing apart from a huge mound of concretions 

rising three metres from the seabed.   Visibility was 

nil so exploration was by touch and sound.   On the 
third day, I went down by myself and, within a short 

space of time I found a huge bronze cannon.   I was 

a very excited diver.   We lifted the 16th century, 
two ton gun later that day and it was landed at 

Lowestoft.   The cannon is of considerable historical 

and monetary value and it was necessary to report 

the discovery to the Receiver of Wrecks.

After conservation treatment at the Nuclear Power 

Station at Sizewell, the gun was put on display 

outside the Orford Craft Shop as part of the Suffolk 

Underwater Studies exhibition there.   However, 
this was not a good place to display the cannon as it 

needed to be housed in a secure place or in a museum.   

I suggested Orford Castle as I did not want to sell the 

cannon, worth about £20,000 to £30,000 but wanted 
it remain in Suffolk.   However, the Receiver of 
Wrecks gave title of the gun to the Royal Armouries 

which I was not very happy about.
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The Royal Armouries removed the cannon in spite 

of the efforts of my marine solicitor and Orford 

solicitor, Jack Bielicki.   The fight then began to get 
the cannon back to Suffolk where it belonged.   Many 

people wrote to the Royal Armouries protesting at 

their action:  Lord Bridges brought the matter up 

in the House of Lords and Orford School children 
wrote dozens of letters in protest.   These letters were 

sent to the Tower of London daily over a three week 

period.  The result was that the cannon is now on 

display in Dunwich Museum only about two miles 

from where it was found.   There are several valuable 

bronze cannons on the wreck site but the Government 

would not agree to them being removed.

The underwater exhibition was expanded and 
improved as new discoveries were made offshore.   It 

was attracting between twelve and fifteen thousand 
people a year.   In 2001, I was appointed a director 

of a global company, Deep Sea Exploration which 
had offices in the UK, USA, Germany and India.   

My office was in Ipswich though, due to my other 
commitments, I was only able to be there once a 

week.  Underwater exploration is a costly business 
and in 2003 the company went into liquidation.   

This meant I could devote more time to my interests 

in Orford.

In 2017, at the age of 84, I decided to retire and not 
renew the lease on the Craft Shop.   I had hoped 

to sell the shop and exhibition as it was a good, 
profitable business and a great asset to Orford.   
These two attractions brought thousands of people 

to Orford and the Underwater Exhibition was unique 
and significant to all East Anglia.   However, this 
proved not to be possible even though several 

people offered to buy the shop and a large number 

of customers and local people protested at the 

closure.   I closed the shop and exhibition in January 
2017.   Dunwich Museum took most of the Suffolk 

Underwater Exhibition.

The Bronze cannon on its return to Suffolk. It is now in Dunwich Museum
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A Story Prompted by a Teaspoon

Sometime during the winter of 1792/93 a house at 

what is now known as Butley High Corner burned 
down. The house, a barn and some four acres of land 

were copyhold owned by the lord of Kettleburgh 

Manor. The copyholder was Robert Blomfield of 
Hemley who also had property in Woodbridge and 
three other parishes. He was also a copyholder of an 
acre of land belonging to Butley Manor, known as 

Shoulder of Mutton. The two comprised Woodhouse 

Close and Robert had inherited both parts from Jane 

Bird, who died in 1785.

She, when aged 12 in 1731 had received both from 

her mother Maria Johnson. Jane was married firstly 
to William Clarke and then to Tyrrel Bird, who she 

married in Hemley in 1755. He farmed in Falkenham 
and had a son from a previous marriage, also named 

Tyrrel Bird, who married Sarah Girling in 1766, a 

year before the death of his father.

After the fire there was correspondence between 
two solicitors, Rede and Kilderbee beginning on 22 

February 1792 and ending the following May. Rede 

wrote that the house had to be rebuilt by Blomfield 
or the copyhold would be forfeited. He referred to 
‘Bacon’s Abridgement’ which said ‘the burning of a 

house by negligence or mischance is waste’.

Blomfield had been admitted in person and it had 
been burnt since his admission. Then, in May, 

William Baker of Tunstall wrote to Kilderbee to 

say Mr. Blomfield would not pay five guineas as 
compensation for the loss of the house. Eventually 

in October Lord Archibald Hamilton bought the 
copyhold, paying £20 13s. 6d. which included the 
five guineas.
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The house and land were described in manorial 

documents as occupied in the past by Thomas 

Johnson, clerk and Francis Edmunds. Thomas 

Johnson was probably one of Butley’s perpetual 

curates who served the parish after the Dissolution 

of the Monasteries, and had no parsonage to live in. 

Francis Edmunds appears in various records in the 

mid-seventeenth century. He was listed as ‘an able 
man’ of the county in 1638, paid Ship Money in 1640 
(7s 5d in Plomesgate Hundred and 8s 7d in Loes 
Hundred, Butley lay in two Hundreds), appeared 
in a document dated 1643 and also in a settlement 
between the Devereux, Forth and Tirrell families 
in 1655. The 1643 document names Woodhouse 
Close being in Francis Edmunds’ occupation. It also 

reveals that William Forth inherited the copyhold 

from his father Sir William Forth in 1619.

When Robert Blomfield was admitted to the house 
and land in 1785 it was occupied by Thomas 

Chandler and James Hooker, but at the time of the 
fire the occupier was Jonathan Askew who farmed 

175 acres in the parish. As often happens in manorial 

records reference is made to people or abutments 

which existed as much as two hundred years before. 
Not only did Francis Edmunds live nearly 150 years 

before 1792, but one of the abutments referred to 

‘the King’s Highway leading from Reyle Green to 
the site of the dilapidated church of Capel’. This 

church was a ruin by around 1550.

The house was never rebuilt and on the Tithe Map 

of 1846 and to this day its site is known as Burnt 
House Field (Buntus Field in the vernacular). Many 
metal objects have been found by metal detecting on 

the field, but which derive from the destroyed house 
is uncertain. Only two can be dated, one a duit, a 

coin used by the Dutch East India Company, but 

dated 1794 so therefore lost after fire. The other is 
a silver teaspoon made by the silversmiths Samuel 

Godbehere and Edward Wigan, London. According 

to trade cards held at the British Museum their 

business began around 1784. Intriguingly the back of 
the spoon has carefully engraved upon it the letters T 

B. However no connection has been found between 
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